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Field Crops Newsletter:

May 7, 2008

In General:
As the years go by, we tend to forget many of the bad times unless personal illness or
injury are involved. Whether we want to admit it or not, farmers are by nature optimists.
Without optimism we could not deal with many of the challenges from one year to the next. I’ve
said this as a basis for another comment which is that this spring is at least one of the top five
most difficult I have experienced since beginning work with large scale field crops in 1971.
1973 was of course another tough one; but since that time this may be the worst.
There is little doubt that our weather pattern has changed since last summer. We’ve
changed from springs when fields waited for rain to be planted, and some farms had to begin
irrigation after planting in order to germinate seed. This year, we’ve seen center pivots standing
in water deep enough to cover the tires, and fields that have required replanting due to saturated
and cold soil conditions. The April 15th freeze added more injury to young crops, and damaged
wheat severely in several Central Mississippi counties.
Corn:

This area has virtually every stage of corn from newly planted to the five leaf stage (V5)
that is over 3 feet in height. Some fields and parts of fields have been planted three times,
creating situations with widely variable growth stages on the same farm and within the same
fields. Several scenarios have been responsible for this, including low soil temperature, saturated
and anaerobic soil conditions, inadequate surface and internal drainage, the planting of tilled
fields that were too wet, and the planting of no-till fields that were too cold. I’ve heard
comments crediting no-till practices with stand failure, while in the same area others blame tilled
and muddy field conditions.
The only practices I have seen to be exceptional have been good beds and plenty of water
furrows, regardless of tillage practice. Fields with adequate slope for good surface drainage have
also survived better than some of the others, although some of these as well have required
replanting. The April 15th freeze compounded the damage that was already occurring, although
without that event many of the waterlogged areas might have survived. We have generally
assumed in the past that corn could not be killed by a freeze like we had; but we have learned
that when plants have already been weakened by other stresses a freeze can finish them off.
We’ve seen this “once in a lifetime” phenomenon two years in a row now; it’s time we start
hedging our bets by paying more attention to soil temperature and surface drainage. I know that
some of you credit other factors with at least part of the problem; but I believe these are the
primary causes.
I hesitate to mention fertilizers because of the unbelievably high prices being charged for
them these days. Keep in mind that one of the main factors in these prices is the value of the
U.S. dollar. Since we have allowed ourselves to become dependent upon the rest of the world
for critical products, we are paying for them with a dollar that is barely worth 75 cents. Until

this situation is corrected we will likely continue to suffer these indignities. And after (if ever)
the dollar returns to its true value, suppliers will probably be slow in lowering prices
accordingly.
Most people have reduced nitrogen rates at least a little, and we have supplemented it
with poultry litter wherever possible. Those who can are banding fertilizers in an attempt to
maximize the efficiency of every pound of product; and I expect that more of you will be tooling
up to band fertilizers in the future. This method from our past has stood the test of time; but we
have drifted away from it because of the greater convenience of broadcast applications. It looks
like we may have to give up convenience to save money and to make our fertilizers cover more
acres. We’ve banded nitrogen all along; but it looks like we need to band other products as well.
As if the problems we’ve had starting this corp weren’t enough for one year, we now
have big-time pest problems around the area. In the Delta the big problem is that stinkbugs are
being found in fairly high numbers. In the Hills we also have stinkbugs; but sugarcane beetles
have “appeared” in high numbers in areas where they have only been found in token numbers in
the past. Some had never paid attention to them enough to recognize them; but this year they
have attacked in numbers that are unprecedented. In some fields, 3 to 5 beetles may be found
feeding on the same plant.
It appears that seed treatment products protected young plants well for the first few
weeks; but have been depleted enough to allow these tough scarabs to invade fields. We have
even found them where supplemental in-furrow granular materials were added for increased
protection. It is plain to see that in the future we will have to raise the bar on insecticides to
guard the crop against these and other pests. Also in the same fields we are finding chinchbug
adults and a few newly hatched nymphs. In cooperation with growers and suppliers, we have
done a small strip trial with chlorpyrophos to evaluate its effectiveness as a salvage treatment.
Results are not in on this; but if it is successful we may need this alternative. Other products
may also be effective if applied well. Scouting is critical to determine the presence of these and
other pests before they do significant damage.
Stink Bug Damage
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Soybeans:
As with corn, stand establishment in soybeans has been difficult. Again, cool and
saturated soil conditions have been the problem. Fortunately, few soybean fields had been
planted by April 15th, and I have not seen soybeans damaged by that event; however it probably
exists somewhere in the area. Poor emergence has been credited to both no-till and tilled soil,
with slow warm-up existing in both situations, and crusting in tilled fields. Seed depth may also
be a factor in tilled fields since many people planted as they have in recent years to get a stand
without a rain. This year, the “normal” seeding depth was probably too deep since soil saturation
led to anaerobic conditions and seed rot. This year we probably should have planted soybeans

the way we plant cotton – no deeper than absolutely necessary; but we stuck to our habit of
planting them a little deeper: big mistake. The already short seed supply is being strained to the
max by demands for replant seed, just the scenario we did not need this year of all years.
I have been evaluating stands for several days, and the one common denominator has
been drainage. The past few dry years have spoiled us to the habit of installing fewer water
furrows than we really need during times of heavy rainfall. Some went back to fields while
water was still standing and installed more furrows. In the old days, farmers kept at least one
mule and a turning plow for times like these. These days we seem to be spending out time with
satellite technology that is certainly wonderful; but we have widely ignored some of the more
basic necessities. We simply cannot get seed to emerge in water.
Plant populations are highly variable, with well drained areas showing populations over
125,000 per acre; while in the same field some areas may be under 50,000. The main problem is
that some spots may have 20,000 or fewer plants per acre. In many cases it’s a judgement call,
taking into consideration the cost of replanting, the complications resulting from spot planting,
and the availability of more seed. Many will have to deal with it on a field-by-field basis. Call if
you need our help.
Wheat:
We all knew that we were not getting the “ideal” spring for wheat as almost weekly rains
have arrived since wheat reached “green-up” in February; but in spite of that most fields grew
and developed amazingly well. Delta fields suffered the most from poor drainage, but came on
strong after jointing. Hill country fields have looked good through it all, and we had
expectations for yields approaching last year’s levels; however the April 15th freeze changed the
rules of the game.
Following the freeze event, I believe most people thought we had dodged the bullet since
heads seemed to be pollinating normally. Then, about 10 to 14 days after the freeze we started
seeing abnormal necrosis on flag leaves and even the lower foliage in some fields. We knew this
was not a fungal disease since no spores were present. Bacterial and viral causes were
considered; but after looking at many fields around the area it became apparent that freeze
damage was the cause. We now know that older wheat in several Central Mississippi counties
has been damaged to some degree, with levels ranging from slight to severe. Later planted fields
seem to have avoided the problem to varying degrees, although some damage is present in these
as well. There are probably some varietal effects as well; however this has not been documented
well enough to discuss yet.
These photos are from a field in NW
Rankin County that was severely damaged
by the April 15th freeze. Note damage to
flag leaves. Although heads may appear
normal, seed set is poor. Right photo
shows one head with no seed developing,
and one with something like 30 percent
seed set. Among the fields I have visited
this one was the most severely damaged.

Wheat fields have also been attacked by foliar diseases, particularly leaf rust. Many
fields have been treated for the disease, and I generally feel that results of these applications has

been good. Some of those left untreated have developed high levels of leaf rust. Dr. Tom Allen
has also identified small areas of barley yellow dwarf disease; but thankfully these have not
involved large acreage. I hope we have learned from this year that diseases must be evaluated
objectively every year, without preconceived beliefs about the justification for treating with
fungicides. There are fields with good yield potential that have not been treated. The decision
must be based on scouting and an understanding of the disease, the plant, the variety, the
environment, cost, yield potential, and other factors.
Cotton:
With all the problems we have experienced with the other crops, cotton has been forced
into the background until now. A few fields are up to a stand; but some are suffering from some
of the same problems that plagued soybeans and corn. Only now, almost a month later than
usual, have we reached what seems to be good planting weather for cotton. And after all we
have seen this year it’s difficult to trust our feelings. All the old signs have appeared. One of the
best signs, the budding of native pecan, occurred at about the same time as in most years; but the
freeze killed most of those buds.
We can all remember a crop that was planted late and still that performed well. Much of
that year’s crop was planted after the first of June. I hope we don’t see that situation again
because I can’t get confident about cotton planted that late. Hopefully we will have most of the
cotton planted by May 20th; but I expect there may be some planted later than that date. Cotton
can surprise us; but it’s best not to depend on a miracle again.
In Conclusion:
I’ve let this one get too long; but this has probably been the most eventful spring in many
years. As I’ve said before, and have heard many of you say as well: a bad start usually leads to a
good finish. I always tell myself that we will not be burdened with more than we can tolerate;
but sometimes it’s difficult to accept that this is true. I have not mentioned the South Delta fields
that have been flooded. Everyting is relative. Check out this photo. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops
Miss. State Univ. Extension Service

